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Asian Christianity and Chinese Classics :
Doing Theology Dialogically




Contemporary Asian %

theology intends to

proceed “dialogically”.
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Fr Felix Wilfred (India) :

“In our context, dialogue must come first.

Since in Asia, Christians are only a small
minority, we dialogue through life
situations with people of other faiths.
Theology of harmony is part of the
discussion and reflection on theology of
dialogue.”
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* Already during its first meeting in

MR | BITImIBEE,, = 1974, FABC (Federation of Asian

BEREREAINNIRE  H. Bishops Conference) articulated its
. preferential option for dialogue into
X/Hﬁ\ CEEP the threefold reality of Asia: Religions,

(REEEANE | 8P 7 Cultures, and Poverty. Evangelization
EE%TE%J : in Asia could not be separated from

“living [a] triple dialogue:
dialogue with the poor of Asia (integral

-HES AR (BB AT E#E liberation and option for the poor),

\ e \BE L5 > dialogue with their cultures

LS %Amqui&) (inculturation)
-HEMEHEL (EiE) ™= and dialogue with their religious and
- B H REEAI K 0 B A 45 philosophical traditions (interreligious
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* Dialogue seeks truth by trusting the
other, just as dialectics pursues truth by
trusting the order of things, the value of
reason and weighty arguments. Dialectics
is the optimism of reason; dialogue is the
optimism of the heart. Dialectics believes
it can approach truth by relying on the
objective consistency of ideas. Dialogue
believes it can advance along the way to
truth by relying on the subjective
consistency of the dialogical partners.
Dialogue does not seek primarily to be
duo-logue, a duet of two logoi, which
would still be dialectical; but a dia-logos,
a piercing of the logos to attain a truth
that transcends it.
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* Raimon Panikka. Myth, Faith and Hermeneutics. New York, Paulist Press, 1979, p. 243



* «A Christian cannot assume
at the outset that he knows
what a Buddhist means when
speaking
about nirvana and anatman,
just as a Buddhist cannot
immediately be expected to
understand what a Christian
means by God and Christ
before they have
encountered not just the
concepts but their living
context, which include
different ways at looking at
reality: they have to
encounter each other before
any meeting of doctrines.”
(Panikkar)
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* Another Indian theologian,
Jose Kuttianimattathil, SDB,

has attempted to Jose Kuttianimattathil,
systematically describe the Practice and Theology
characteristics of dialogue of Interreligious

when led in the Indian/Asian Dialogue, Bangalore,

way: Kristu Jioty

o 517 R L 5 b IR 4 Publications, 1995

b s B / S Q) T
INESPEE @




sEHRe A R, TAER K —
» greater emphasis on the principle of 7 -

identity than on the one of
contradiction;
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* emphasis on complementarity rather
than on exclusion;

« emphasis on a perception of reality o 5 5 T B 1 R R0 HCRE R BE
that is context-sensitive rather than 0 AE H B g 3
“context-free”;

* emphasis on realizing rather than DRI AR E R [ m
merely knowing the Ultimate reality; el [RERL

e and, finally, emphasis on the relative
character of every experience. B E A A B A R




“It is in the discussion of particular facts of human
existence that Confucius, and after him the
philosophers in the conversational tradition,
produce their particular insights, short, incisive

Elj EI/‘J ﬂ%‘j‘gﬁ/fg‘ a%zb a stabs, into the human condition. To organize his
The Conversational

insights into a system would be to devitalize them.
p (...) The form of the Conversations is not an
" Tradition in China archaism, but is an integral part of Confucius'
thought, and, indeed, an important clue to the

II)

character of Chinese thought in genera
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. “Dialogue” and “knowledge” (including * ‘theological knowledge”) &
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“Knowledge” may be of two kinds - — 1
either it refers to a given science E A %i ri—} ﬂﬁj —i/_\EDH: ﬂ%%
such as physics, or else it refers to 5FE§$SL§ (ﬁl] f@ﬁ%rﬂ) | :i/_\EIZIﬁ
human beings considered in their N% NE n >
nature and their social setting. In the %A*’Eﬁ?— (A*EZIK |l_l|_£5i$i =
first case, dialogic exchanges are at %%) ° ;T Bl %ﬁ = %ﬁ;ﬁﬁ

jche same level of realijcy as the one U“J}—';Eﬂ—i%z /ZA\—K/EJ%_}—';,T'— H _

induced by mathematical formulas o
by which the progress of knowledge %Z'ﬂ/éjL_ .#7_] }f\ E/]

concerning the material world is §\c|:| nﬁHXE'f/\{%Eﬂ H ET’fﬁ%ﬁ =

ensured. In the second case, the ~
truth is not primarily mathematical. = E.!é \ ;_ﬁ"’\/ﬁ EHE%Z'E o
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* |n such a setting, dialogic
exchange is no longer a
mechanical process; rather, it
centers around establishing
relationships between
“Others”: verbal exchanges

imply that to experience the
very act of listening is a
transformative process that
cannot be separated from the
one through which truth is
reached.
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Dialogue as a
logical exercise
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Dialogue can be understood as a logical exercise that
will generate propositions meant to be universally
valid and part of a truth-system based on the principle
of non-contradiction. It does not differ fundamentally
from the soliloquy that a scientist would lead with
himself in order to determine the truth of a scientific
demonstration.
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Still, in Aristotelian
dialectics, the
(sometimes implicit)
presence of an
interlocutor is required
for ensuring the
verisimilitude of facts
and assertions that do
not belong to the strict
domain of science but
rather to the one of the
doxa.



Socratic dialogues are written as if they were played on

Socratic Dialgoue as a theatrical scene, the plot being that the very

D possibility of reaching agreement will be tested in
ramad various ways. They are best understood as dramas

'ﬁf Z%J%U;%J EI’(] ﬁ%jﬁ}ﬁé;—cﬁ culminating into successes or failures, the trial of

ﬂﬂtéﬁ Socrates exemplifying the intensity that the dialogic
EIlE . .
confrontation may ultimately reach.
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Scholasticism as
Dialogic Style
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Scholasticism, understood as a dialogic style
undergoing various expressions in time and space,
works on similar principles except that the reference
to "universal" principles grounded on the natural
light Is supplemented by a reference text - the one
accepted by the School. The principle of non-
contradiction is exercised within the reading of
these texts.
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In contrast, the type of dialogue initiated and
exemplified by Confucius’ Analects is first a “dialogue
of life" which seeks to ensure that the disciple’s deeds
coincide with his system of moral and cosmological
beliefs. Dialogue is the gateway through which to

Dia |Ogues of life: match truth and life. Thus, the dialogic form is by no
means a rhetorical device and is intrinsically linked to
Confucianism the nature of the truth to be reached and lived.
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The Gospel’s
Dialogic Style
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The Gospels’ dialogic style is somehow similar to
the preceding category, with the difference that
the stress is put less on acquired wisdom than on
the transformative process through which a
decision is to be reached by the one who enters

into a dialogue of life.
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Dialogue as “Enlightenment”
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We can group together several cultural and literary settings in
which dialogue is meant to lead to "enlightenment”, as shown in
the peculiar dialogical styles found in Zhuangzi or in Zen writings:
the dialogue is pushed to a breaking point that challenges the
principle of non-contradiction, bringing one of the participants
to a sudden transformation of his consciousness or worldview.
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Dialogue and Equality
il B S

And there is of course the broad category that gathers variants of "democratic
dialogue”, a dialogic style which applies not only to politics but to some models of
Interreligious dialogue for example: the point here is that the process of listening is
supposed to be mutually transformative for the partners once they enter an empathic
understanding of the argument and experiences of the vis-a-vis, this in order to find a
position on the basis of which to allow a common decision or, at the very least, ensure
continued coexistence.

HJ A

AMETH R EGE, i

e

ELA 7 Y g e B

I__l/

A E, sie/bE

VRS LR QI o= ) B Rl [ s
B 7 TS | B TR,
FESU & 2R E DT [ EEEE |, AyResk 2] — L0y, ¥

%’Jﬁ%%%ﬁ%ﬁw

17

| —(E iz RSB [ RENES | W, EMEES T 20

NATEES
A B 1) A
ZE



“{With the

C
C
t

evelopment of
emocratic societies},

he authority of the

holy is gradually
replaced by the
authority of an
achieved consensus.”
(Habermas, The Theory
of Communicative
Action )
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« We may qualify as "performative" all dialogues in
which the trust placed in the partner of the
exchange allows for the transformative nature of :
the experience, and we may consider as Performative
"constative* those dialogues that are engaged in
order to verify compliance of fact or opinion, or

and Constative

adequacy of the theory to the facts. Dialo gues
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 Pursuing the same line, it becomes possible to

consider the different dialogic styles as
language-games, the rules of which are linked

with different forms of life.

Dialogue and
Language-
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Making sense of Language-Games
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“ways of using signs simpler than
those in which we use the signs
of our highly complicated
everyday language.” (The Blue
Book p. 17, in The Blue and
Brown Books, Oxford University
Press, 1969.)
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* A “dialogue of faith” or a dialogue

pursued among partners with very
different cultural backgrounds will
first resemble one of the simple
examples (game of the builder, or
language constituted through four
words) given by Wittgenstein, and
will be progressively enriched once
the pursuit of the game will have
allowed both partners to “build’
upon their experience of engaging
the other.

“Dialogue” here is an evolving
language-game, the rules of which
can be perpetually changed and
enriched by mutual consent.



* Meeting with a variety
of Classics implies to meet
with a diversity of styles.

Confucius, Zhuangzi, %*EE:'Z«—“. 7@,71_ ’ E'nfk

Jsehsuks, the Indian Sages, *EHH?F%?FE?@% T > Hf? Eﬂg
akyamuni, §ocratgs or ﬁ* ED Hnﬁz *%L,L ﬁ

Seneca enter into dialogue

with their disciples, their %KZF %W% ﬁllﬂaﬁ Fﬁfﬁ
oemerations of readers T mg*ﬁi*ﬁm%
gvho have been dealin L/LKI_JEW Q?ﬂ‘ﬁﬁfﬁﬂﬁ

g T
with their testimonies in %ff ﬁ
widely different fashions.




 Dialogic readings of

B B RO EE - B2 Classics explore the

extent and limits of the
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% %% { B[j Hﬁﬁ* f disciples of Socrates,
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g "Chloé Starr c: e ns up interesting

~ perspectives as to the relatiofi 5] 7> AP B A B B RE Y 0. A
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the virtuoso performance of a
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Chinese Theology.Text and Context (New Haven, Yale University Press, 2016), 3.



e “Just as Christianity was being transformed
into Chinese forms by local adaptation and In the Chinese context,

innovation in communities and patterns of interreligious dialogue is
dialogue among texts

embodied, “interpreted”

prayers built around a church or mission
house, so Chinese Christian theology :

_ . into communal forms of
underwent its own process of transformation B

into a local textual religion.” (Starr ibid., 40) - s
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« Misunderstandings in dialogue

usually happen when the rules
governing the use of language are
unilaterally changed by one of the
players, overconfident as to the
degree of mutual comprehension
already reached. The ritualization
of dialogue operated through strict
respect of its initial rules will allow
for its progressive enrichment, as
the understanding developing
among the interlocutors will allow
for the development of the
“syntax” governing the exchange.



For instance, both Confucianism
and Christianity consider rites as
a vector of respect and sharing,
as a way of growing forms of life
that need to be protected and
nurtured. This suggests that
paying attention to the forms
taken by rituals, exchanges and
lifestyles is a privileged vector

for entering into their substance.
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Some musings about the limits of
language (and dialogue?)....
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» He [Confucius] said: "I wish | didn't use
words." Zigong objected: "Master, if you
don't use words, what Is there for us, your
disciples, to transmit?" He replied:
“[Well, let me ask you:] What does
Heaven say? And still the Four Seasons
follow their path and the creatures of the
world live their lives. [l ask you:] What
does Heaven say?" (17.19)



« He [Confucius] wanted to go and
live among the Nine Barbarians.
Someone said: "Think of their
uncouthness. What are you going
to do about that?" He [Confucius]
said: "['YYou see,] once a

A gentleman lives among them,

e - what uncouthness is there?"

(9:14)
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¥« This leads us back to the main
| insight found 1n Asian theologies’
dialogic style:
Dialogue is transformative of the
Interlocutors, and, therefore, of
reality itself.
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